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ABSTRACT
Based on the completed interview schedules of 74

black and 34 white rural household heads (from an East Mississippi
couni-y) making less than $3,000 annually, the purpose of this study
was to examine whether social participation of the impoverished may
be correlated with the geographic mobility potential of household
heads and their adult children. The extent of social participation
was determined by assigning a numerical score to every social
interaction beyond the nuclear family and each membership in a formal
organization, from which an overall score was derived for each
household head. Race was used as a control factor throughout the
analysis. Srolets scale of anomie was utilized to determine the
degree of social withdrawal among household heads. Results indicated
impoverished household heads who had different levels of social
participation did not differ significantly in the demographic,
social, or economic factors nor in respect to participation levels,
degree of anomie, or willingness to leave the community. But the
children of impoverished parents who were participation inclined had
significantly more formal education and moved significantly greater
distances from their home of origin. (JC)
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Abstract

This study is based on the completed interview schedules
of 74 black and 34 white rural household heads who earn less

than 13,000 annually. The main purpose of this research was

to examine whether social participation practices of the impov.
erished are associated with their mobility potentials. The ob-

jectives were to: describe the differences in social partici-

pation practices of household heads; icentify their socio-econo-

mic characteristics: identify factors associated with their

participation; and examine whether their participation is related

to their or their childrens' mobility potentials.

Introductiot?

Factors generally found in sociological literature to be

highly associated with the social participation practices of

the non-poor should also be associated with the social par-
ticipation practices of those who are living in poverty. Dif-

ferences in education, income, home tenure status, and age of

impoverished household htads should be related to their levels

of social participation. Moreover, according to research lit-

erature, impoverished male household heads should differ from

female household heads in their social participation practices.a

In theory, levels of social participation of individuals

are related to how they feel and think about their local com-

munity and society. Impoverished heads that participate little
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beyond the nuclear family should be the most anomic. They should
feel marginal, helplgss and dependent, and lack the ability to
plan for the futures')

On the other hand, as impoverished heads become more par-
ticipation directed beyond the nuclear family, they should be-
come more cognizant of how their community and society are or-
ganized and operate. They should become increasingly aware that
life in society is built_around fundamental principles--prin-
ciples which are, to a large degree, learned in formal settings.
Therefore, by participating, they ought to become more informed
and appreciative of the role yhich formal learning plays in help-
ing determine life successes.

Levels of participation of individuals should also be re-
lated to their willingness to leave their community of residence.
When impoverished heads become more participation inclined and
realize that social processes are generally the same everywhere,
they should become increasingly wont to leave their community
in order to improve their life chances.

Thus, impoverished heads who are participation inclined
should pass to their children their more optimistic values and
knowledge about society. On the other hand, impoverished heads
who are participation disinclined should pass on mtny of their
values of fatalism and futility to their children.°

Consequently, children of poverty who have participation-
inclined household head parents should acquire more formal learn-
ing and be less afraid to move to wherever greater opportunities
in society exist. Such children of poverty should have a great-
er chance of succeeding in life because their parents have a
greater mobility potential in that they are participation prone.

Rural families whose earnings were less than $3,000 per
year have been examined in an East Mississippi county on several
economic, social, and demographic factors. Both household heads
and their adult children were included in this study.

The study's main objective has been to examine whether
social participation practices are related to the mobility poten-
tial of rural impoverished household heads and their children.

30scar Lewis, La Vida: _A Puerto Rican Family in the Culture
of Poverty - San Juan and New York (New York: Random House,
1966), p. xlvii.

4Ibid. p. xlv.

5Ibids, p. xlviii.

6/bids4 p. xlv.
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In order to investigate and measure the mobility potential of
these subjects, two stages of analysis were followed. The first
stage was concerned with: (a) ascertaining the differences in
participation patterns of heads; (b) examining whether age, sex,
education, income, and home tenure status--factors that have
been found by other sociologists to be highly correlated with social
participation practices--are correlated with differences in social
participation of household heads; (c) examining if social par-
ticipation patterns are associated with household heads levels
of anomie; (d) investigating the association between household
heads' social participation patterns and the possibility of their
leaving the present community of residence.

In order to determine the extent of social participation
of household heads, the following procedures were followed:
(a) every social interaction that household heads had with
others beyond the level of their isolated nuclear family was
given a numerical score; (b) a numerical score was given for
each membership the household head held in formal organizations;
(c) an overall participation score for each household head was
determined by combining all of his (or her) membership and par-
ticipation scores.

Scores ranged from a low of five to a high of forty-nine.
Heads were placed into three social participation categories
(low, moderate, and high) depending on the magnitude of their
overall participation. scores, Those heads whose scores ranged
from five through nineteen were placed into the category of low
social participators. Heads with scores from twenty to thirty-
four were placed into a 'second category of moderate participators,
Finally, heads who had scores beyond thirty-four were placed
into a high category of social participators.

A second aspect of the analysis was concerned with examining
whether or not the social participation patterns of the house-
hold heads were associated with the educational and geographic
mobility of their children. Only adult children--those over
eighteen years of age--were examined.

Race was used as a control factor throughout the analysis.
In order to test for the association between variables, Gamma
was used in virtually all instances because it is suited for
ordinal levels of measurement.?

The variables of age, education, income and home tenure
status of household heads were categorized as follows:

Age Less than Sixty
Over Sixty

7An exception occurred when sex was employed as an inde-
pendent variable.
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From zero to six years of education
Seven or more years of education

Income $ 0 $ 999
$1,000 - $1,999
$2,000 $2,999

Home Tenure
Status Owners

Others (renters, tenant farmers,
occupants whose rent is paid)

Stoles scale of anomie was operationalized in the following

manner. There are three possible responses to each of the five

items asked of household heads concerning anomie: agree; don't

know (a neutral, middle category); and disagree. Responses of

agreement were weighed as a numerical unit of two. Responses

of disagreement and don't know were weighed as one and zero res.

pectively. Possible scores ranged from zero to ten. Anomie

scores when computed, ranged from a low of zero to a high of nine.

Respondents were divided into two groups with those scoring five

or below being classified as low in anomie and those scoring

six or above being classified as high in anomie.

Household heads had a choice of giving any one of three

responses to the question of possibility of moving from the com-

munity: yes; do not know; and no. Heads were placed into one

of these three categories depending on how they answered

the question.'

Findings,

Household Head Parents
Although it washypothesized that as the income of the

household heads increased so would their level of social par-

ticipation, the relationship did not prove to be significant.

When race was introduced as a control variable, it was also

found that the level of income did not significantly affect the

level of social participation of either white or black household

heads.

Similarly, the association between levels of education

8Hereafter in order to simplify discussion, "others" will

be referred to os renters.

9These questions were used to measure anomie: nowdays a per

son has to live pretty much for today; in spite of what some

people say, the lot of the average man is getting worse; it hardly

seems fair to bring children into the world; these days a person

doesn't know whom he can count on; there is no use writing to

public officials because often they are not interested in the

problem of the average man.
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and levels of participation of household heads was not found to

be significant. Moreover, controlling for race (Negro and white)

levels of education were not significantly related to the levels

of participation of household heads.

Age of household head was not found to be significantly
associated with level of social participation. However, the
relationship that did exist proved to be a negative one. With
race controlled for, the inverse relationship between age and
participation proved insignificant for both Negroes and whites.

The relationship between home tenure status of household
heads and their levels of social participation was found sig-
nificant with or without the use of race as a control factor.
Moreover, the relationship between sex of household heads and
their social participation patterns was not found significant
with or without the use of race as a control. An inverse re-
lationship between levels of anomie of household heads and levels

of social participation remained insignificant when controlling

for race.

Finally, the question dealing with whether household heads
might someday move from the community was not significantly
related to their levels of social participation. Race, when
introduced as a control variable, did not significantly change
this relationship.

Adult Children10
Although the relationships between income, education, age,

sex, home tenure status, geographic mobility potential, anomie,

and social participation of household heads proved insignificant,
this does not mean they are sociologically unimportant. In order

to investigate whether these insignificant relationships are
important, all adult children were examined in light of the social
participation scores of their parents. This was done in order
to test the assumption that poverty parents who are prone to
participate beyond the level of the isolated family unit in..
fluence the amounts of education their children acquire and the
geographic distances these children move from home.

To test the hypothesis between the levels of participation

of parents and the levels of education their adult children
have obtained, children were placed into five education cate-
gories: (a) zero to six years of education; (b) seven through
nine years of education; (c) ten through eleven years of educa-

tion; (d) high school graduate; and (e) education beyond high

school.

The positive relationship between the levels of participation

10Adult children in the study includes all children who are

eighteen years of age or older.
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of household head parents and the levels of education of their

adult children proved significant beyond the .001 level of

probability. Furthermore, when race was introduced as a control,

the relationship remained significant beyond the .01 level for

Negro children and beyond the .001 for white children. (See Table 1).

To test the association between the levels of participation

of parents and the geographic distances their children have

moved from home, children were placed into four current residential

categories. These categories are: (a) living in the same com-

munity as their parents; (b) living in another community in the

same county as parents; (c) living in a different county in

Mississippi; and (d) living in another state.

The levels of social participation of parents proved to

be both positively and significantly related to the geographic

distances children moved away from their parents' homes. The

relationship was significant at the .001 level of probability.

Moreover, when white children were examined with respect to the

levels of participation of their parents and the distances they

had moved from home, the relationship proved to be significant

at the .001 level of probability. The relationship also proved

to be significant for Negro children, but only at the .05 level

of probability. (See Table 2).

Controlling for social participation of parents, the levels

of education of children proved to be significantly and posi-

tively related to the geographic mobility of those children

who had ten years of education or above. The significance of

the relationship is at the .01 level of probability. However,

the relationship-between levels of education and geographic

mobility of children, when social participation of parents was

controlled, was not significant with regard to those children

who had less than ten years of education. (See Table 3).

Sex as a Variant
Since more women than men live in urban areas and many

of the females and males that live in urban areas come from

rural backgrounds, the decision was made to use sex as a control

factor when testing the relationship between levels of par-

ticipation of childrens'.parents and the distances these children

have moved away from home.

The results showed a significant, positive relationship

between the level of social participation of the parents of male

children and the distances these males had moved from home.

This relationship was significant at the .05 level of probability.

Moreover, a positive relationship was more significant for the

level of social participation of parents of female children and

the distances these females had moved away from their parents'

homes. The relationship was significant at the .01 level.
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Rural, impoverished household heads who have different

levels of social participation did not differ significantly.in

the demographic, social or economic factors they were tested on.

Furthermore, they did not differ with respect to their partici-

pation levels and their degree of anomie or willingness to

leave their community of residence.
However, the children of poverty parents who are partici-

pation inclined have significantly more formal education and move

significantly greater distances away from their homes of origin.

These findings suggest that both household head parents who are

participation inclined and participation disinclined exert a

significant influence on their children. Heads who participate

less have children who value formal education less. Moreover,

their children are more reluctant to leave their community of

origin. Those who participate more have a greater mobility po-

tential. This potential is evidenced in the increased formal

education and geographic mobility of their children.

Conclusions,

Clearly, the question about poverty that legislators,

social scientists, educators, constituents, law enforcement

agencies, and industrialists are concerned with has never been

adequately answered. This question is.-why given two poverty

families with apparent similar material possessions and social

circumstances - -do some families show marked economic improvement

and others continually remain in poverty?

To point out the fact that many low-income families have

household heads who are female, old, or extremely young does

not answer this central question. The aged who are caught in

poverty will, granted, continue to be so circumstanced because

they are too old to find gainful employment in industrial cap-

acities. Many females who are household heads may continue to

live below an adequate income level either because they have

too many children (and 4.hus are less attractive as marriage

partners) or because they are in locations where adequate work

or marriage partners are unavailable. At questIon is, would

those in poverty, if presented with an opportunity to better

themselves gainfully, be willing or able to do so? If not,

will the children continue to be influenced by the same factors

which affected the parent?

Why and how poverty is perpetuated is of paramount importance

not only for the improvement of the poor, but also because those

persons who are in more privileged positions want to see justified

returns on their tax dollars- -not that the advantaged or even

average citizen would be wont to deny money to those who would

be better equipped and willing to better themselves. The reluc-

tance of the taxpayer to cede additional money to the poor stems

in large part from the fact that no one consistent program seems
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to have Open effective with regard to the alleviation of the

poverty. This is not to say that many programs have not had

some success. The criticism is that there are no clear standards

as to what constitutes adequate success.

Programs need to be developed that demonstrate to poverty
families that they can succeed in society when they use different

participation orientations toward life. For example, a paper
by Gottesfeld and Dozier reported an empirical measurement of
social-psychological change among a cohort of poor as a function

of their active participation in an office of Economic Oppor-

tunity Community-Action Program. The authors found a significant

decrease in feelings of powerlessness, showed an association of
that decrease with length of service as an indigenous community
organizer and interpreted their over-all findings to indicate
that "the aims of community action programs in making the poor

more hopeful and ambitious abut what they could do on their own

behalf were being realized."14

Similarly, it has been found that as the poor become com-
munity involved through action programs, activism and achievement

oriertation increased and parochialism decreased significantly.13
Also, anomie, isolation, and normles* ness have been found to

decrease as participation increases.-v

Most importantly, poverty parents should become acquainted

with evidences (such as those in the present study) which point

up that rural children who come from similar poverty backgrounds

are significantly better educated if their parents participate

beyond the nuclear family unit. Furthermore, these data suggest

that such children are less particularistic about life in that

they more often move further distances away from their homes of

orientation; presumably to where better job opportunities are
to be found.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Studies

In general, the implications that can be drawn from the

findings in this study are limited due to the secondary nature

of the data analyzed and the small sample size.

11"Born to Fail." Time, Vol. 88, 12 November 1973, p. 67.

12Gottesfeld, Harry, and Dozier, Gerterlyn. "Changes in

Feelings of Powerlessness in a Community Action Program."
Ppychological Reports.19 (Detember 1966): 978.

13Louis A. Zurcher, Jr., Poverty Warriors: The Human

Experience of Planned Social Intervention (Austin, Texas: The

Hogg Foundation Research Series' io70);-582.

14/bid«, p. 183.
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It could not be shown that the social mobility of household
heads was related to their social participation practices. This

is in part due to the homogeneous nature of the population sam-
pled. For example, many of the household heads were semi-retired

or retired. Some were pensioners and others were living on

social security. Due to the advanced ages of household heads and
the fact that, for the most part, their occupational c'reers
were behind them, the children were examined in order to de-
termine what influence the social participation practices of
household heads had on their educational and geographic mobility.

Recause little has been done in examining the differences
that exist in the social participation patterns among the im-
poverished, the informal participation patterns were not examined
separately from the formal. This should be done in future studies.
Also, the amounts of interaction household heads have with kin
could have been studied separately from the amounts of inter-
action household heads have with non-relatives. Moreover, the
memberships household heads have in formal organizations could
have been studied separately from the local participation
practices of household heads. Because the analysis is of a
secondary nature, the occupations which household heads were
engaged in for most of their lives could not be determined, nor
could the values these heads placed on their children's successes
in life.

If the adult children had been interviewed separately from

the parents (household heads answered all questions concerning
the family members), questions could have been asked of each of
them regarding peer groups and the community influences. Questions

could also have been asked of the children regarding what in-
fluence they felt their parents exerted over them.

The findings of the present study indicate that poverty
parents who participate little with society unwillingly influence

their children to become poverty victims. If this is so, we

need to know how early those children are influenced adversely,
whether rural children are influenced more by poverty parents
than are urban children, and why some poverty parents have a

high participation level and others a low level.

In general, the influence that poverty has on both the

value systems and social participation practices of adults should

be more adequately studied in both rural and urban America.
Longitudinal studies of poverty are called for where both the

adults in poverty and the children of these adults are examined

at several points in time.
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